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As the Iraq Study Group restored civility to the public discourse on foreign affairs last week, it also made two important
recommendations (out of a total of 79) that can really make a difference: Sharply reduce the American military presence soon, and
step up negotiations, even with insurgents. If either of these is adopted, things will get better in Iraq. If both are, it will be possible to
think of an enduring, equitable peace emerging in that sad land.
The study group's recommendation for eventual removal of all American combat brigades would force an end to the conventional
military approach to the war that has done so much to impede progress against the insurgency. Fruitless sweeps for the enemy and
frustrating, casualty-producing patrols by our troops would be a thing of the past.
In their place would come new units in which small numbers of highly skilled U.S. forces would be embedded with the Iraqis they
have trained. The Iraqis in these units can obtain much more local intelligence about the insurgents than U.S. forces generally do on
their own. And the Americans would ensure the professionalism of the troops they have trained, providing vital supervision to see
them through the crucible of counterinsurgent combat.
As to the study group's call for negotiations with -- and amnesties for -- insurgents, this is long overdue. Given the false pretenses
under which the invasion took place -- mistaken claims both about weapons of mass destruction and Saddam Hussein's ties to al
Qaeda -- it seems only appropriate that an effort be made in this conciliatory manner to engage those resisting occupation.
President Bush put it very well in a press conference about the war on April 13, 2004: "The Iraqis don't like being occupied. I know I
wouldn't."
Well, then, now's the time to let them know that we're only staying in Iraq out of concern that the situation would spiral further into
violence if we were to leave while the violence still raged. But if the insurgents agree to lay down their arms, the need for even an
American advisory presence will diminish, perhaps disappear.
Full disclosure: I first recommended deep U.S. force reductions coupled with negotiations in Insight in March 2005, and reiterated
this position when I met with some members of the study group about a month ago. So I am biased in favor of these two main thrusts
of their report, and it would be reasonable to ask about the downside of pursuing this path.
For example, what would happen if the insurgents mounted a major offensive after our conventional combat brigades left, and while
we were talking with them? In a way, this would solve a lot of the problems of the counterinsurgent effort, as the newly formed Iraqi-
American combat teams, backed by U.S. air power, would swiftly make mincemeat of insurgents who came out of hiding to attack in
the open.
The more nettlesome problem is that the insurgents could simply keep up their campaign of isolated acts of terror. But even here,
removal of U.S. conventional forces would be a boon to the cause. They would no longer be IED magnets on the roads, and the
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integrated new units would have a far better chance of tracking insurgents and eliminating them than conventional U.S. combat
brigades have had these past three years.
If the Iraq Study Group has seized on some of the right answers, and just in time, it unfortunately, has also stumbled in one big area:
It has fallen into the trap of demanding improvements from the Iraqi government, under threat of reducing or removing American
economic and military support.
This is the one important area where the group has bought into the conventional wisdom in a dangerously counterproductive way.
The group is basically urging creation of a trigger mechanism that could lead to the precipitous disengagement of the United States
from a thorny problem created by our leaders' own political and military blunders. It seems absurd to hold Iraq's elected leaders
responsible for the chaos that has ensued following our invasion, which destroyed all the country's central institutions.
Instead, we should simply focus on the wisdom of withdrawing conventional U.S. forces, employ the new blended units skillfully and
negotiate around the clock with whomever we can get to listen. Not only is this approach far more likely to restore peace and security,
we also have an ethical obligation not to abandon those who are suffering because of a chain of events that we ourselves put in motion
so sloppily.
The Iraq Study Group has given us the chance to do some good, and even to do it well. Let's not let it slip.
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